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An unusually high proportion of Briand’s
superyachts compete on the regatta tour
– a tribute to the strong focus on sailing
performance. But the French designer’s
latest 200ft proposal (seen here) also
reminds us that Briand is well recognised
too for the elegance of his boats; a theme
that is, with some irony, seen more from
the former racing designers than among
peers more steeped in cruising yachts

The why as much as the how

It’s said that to master a great skill you
need to put in 10,000 hours of practice.
Philippe Briand has spent over 300,000
hours designing sailing boats and he is
beyond any doubt a master of his craft.
More than 12,000 boats have been built
to Briand’s designs in the past 50 years,
from Quarter Tonners to megayachts and
from America’s Cup challengers, Vendée
Globe contenders and transatlantic record
breakers to popular production cruisers.
For some years now he has also been
designing motor yachts and has won
major awards in that field too, but, as a
longtime RORC member and devoted
reader of Seahorse, grand prix yacht racing
is still his personal passion.
Right now, says Briand, yacht racing
has arrived at a critical crossroads that
should give us all pause for thought. Has
the top end of competitive sailing diverged
irreconcilably from its roots? Should

Cup yachts is reconsidered to limit the
potential performance gap between boats.
If there’s too much of a gap it will upset
the owners – and today it will also seriously upset skippers and crews, many of
whom, rather than blindly chasing a boat
that’s better than all the others, will be
happy enough with boats that are at least
the same.
‘They are not looking for something
exceptional, they are looking for a neutral
platform. Basically one-design is their
preference. So the design space is tightened
time and again.’
Briand has observed with interest as the
balance of power within Cup racing has
shifted over the past 20 years. ‘We now
have three components,’ he says, ‘the
weight of the owner who provides the funding, the weight of the naval architect who
defines the boat and the weight of the crew.
Over time this weighting has changed. It
used to be mainly about private owners and
naval architects – the history of the America’s Cup is dominated by their names – but
the weight of the skipper and crew has
become more important because in many
cases they’ve found the money themselves.
‘Against the weight of money and crew
together it’s hard for a naval architect to
compete,’ he says. ‘I have no complaint
about that but it does diminish the role in
decisions on the naval architect’s side. The !
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racing be purely a contest between sailors,
or a test of both sailors and boats? Is it still
a game as well as a business, and has the
balance of power between private owners,
professional athletes and corporate sponsors quietly reached a tipping point?
Equally pertinently, does it matter that
engineers are steadily replacing naval architects as the driving force in yacht design?
Should some racing yachts really become
autonomous renewable energy machines?
Going forward, what direction do we
want the sport to take? And to make that
happen, how do we shape the design
spaces that define our boats?
This is all about the future, but to understand where he’s coming from Briand says
it’s worth taking stock of how far we’ve
come. ‘There’s been incredible progress in
innovation and ideas from 1851 to 2021.
The beginning was the America’s Cup in
1851 when a boat was designed and built
for the purpose of sailing around the Isle of
Wight. It took 18 years before an Englishman got the same idea and had a boat
designed and built to take back the newly
christened Cup.
‘So the first design space was to have a
challenger able to cross the Atlantic. Since
then the design space has been further
governed and defined by a moving framework of rules.
‘From time to time the design space for
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Above: a large proportion of the deck of
the Briand 200 is covered by this glazed
‘canopy’ – though that does seem too
small a word… It is very hard to appreciate
the scale of such a large yacht when the
proportions look correct from the start.
This new 200-footer tips the scales at a
tad under 500 tonnes and, with an upwind
sail area of 2,000m2, should perform more
than adequately… However, the yacht has
equally been created to raise the bar for a
sustainable superyacht, with underwater
hydro-turbines used when under sail to
charge a formidable 20-ton battery bank.
Left: prolific… the Briand 60 ‘Superfect’
joins the ranks of several mid-sized foiling
proposals now doing the rounds out there

effect is that teams in the America’s Cup
and other high-level classes are full of
engineers and marketing men but I don’t
see many naval architects. Botín [American Magic] and Verdier [Team NZ] I
respect very much… but look at the lineup in Auckland and who else is there?’
Why should this matter to the rest of the
yacht racing community? Briand says it’s
crucial because naval architects remain the
principal source of original ideas. ‘To illustrate how important original ideas are in
this process we can look to Emirates Team
New Zealand in the last AC.
‘They understood the design space of
the new rule and they have been very innovative, for example with foils. It’s clear
that their foils were more deeply immersed
than the other boats. And if a foil is deeper
it is more efficient, there is no ventilation,
no free surface losses. So the wetted area
48 SEAHORSE

can be smaller – they had 1.4m2 foils
rather than the 1.9m2 or even 2m2 foils of
their opponents. You also have much
better aspect ratio so less induced drag.
‘When the New Zealand AC75 needed
a lot of lift, like after manoeuvring, that
explains its better acceleration to achieve
that. And then you can play about with the
balance of efficiencies and say can I put
more lift on this foil and less on the elevator, you can play with the trim and reduce
the area of the rudder. So a cascade of
ideas follows the first one – the decision
that the foil needs to be deeply immersed.
‘This is quite a simple idea and I think it
came by intuition but also through Team
New Zealand’s greater experience of foils.
If you do that in the beginning you shortcut a lot of the experimentation that’s
required in a purely scientific approach.
You know where you are going. You save

time in CFD, you can go further in the
process, it’s a win-win.’
Behind every AC victory, Briand says, is
a high-value original idea. ‘In 2017 the
New Zealanders had a foil with more
rigidity which helped the acceleration
because the flow settled down much
quicker,’ he says. ‘In 2013 it was foil
invention – not totally new, it was developed in 1947, but rather the intuition to
adapt it for our purpose.
‘Naval architects came up with these
ideas. We need engineers of course, they
are very good controllers of innovation.
We need a lot of them when the boats
become a lot more complex, as in the last
AC, but I never saw an AC boat winning
purely because of engineering. However, I
think the next AC boats are going to be
designed entirely or mainly by engineers.’
That said, Briand does give credit for
the ways in which the AC boats have been
changed and developed in recent years.
‘The Italians and New Zealanders have
done a good job in opening the design
space into new territory which was very
good for ideas,’ he says. ‘And Team NZ
has demonstrated that ideas remain very
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It is important to factor into the overall
picture that, like Bruce Farr and Jacques
Faroux before him, and Sam Manuard
since, Philippe Briand was a talented helm
before his design career really took off.
He first came to international prominence
steering Freelance (top) to victory in the
1983 Half Ton Cup, followed a year later
by success at the relaunched One Ton
Cup with Passion 2 (above). In 1985 the
editor joined Freelance racing in France,
remembering it as ‘the most consistently
balanced IOR design’ he’d had the good
fortune to sail. And apparently she still is.
Left: less of a flight of fancy by the day –
Briand’s own one-design foiler offering

important. But what is the future of this
new design space? What is the AC for? In
what direction do we want to push the
sport? I think we always need to keep the
design space open enough to encourage
ideas and innovation.’
How open is enough? Should AC teams
be designing their own powered sail-handling systems? ‘There is a division in our
community,’ he says. ‘We open the design
space but why and what for?
‘Today we have a problem of energy
which it’s a priority to solve. There is such
a demand for energy that 60 per cent of an
AC crew are grinding, not sailing, and just
looking into the bilge.
‘But this shouldn’t force a need for
batteries or engines, a sailing yacht should
be a pure renewable energy machine. We
need to solve this – but at the same time
the boat may have to be even more automatic because I think it’s dangerous the
way they are sailing today.’
Is hydrogenation the solution? ‘There is

a lack of hydrogenerators today,’ Briand
says. ‘We have no big ones, no efficient
ones, we have small ones for Imocas which
is a good point for them. Should we oblige
AC boats to create their own energy by
dragging a hydrogenerator? That would
be progress. But then we must be careful
not to frustrate the innovative side of our
community by over-tightening the rules.
‘And then we must decide in which
direction we want ideas to be developed…
and what for. This is the question I’m
interested in. In the past there are some
innovations – aluminium masts, carbon
masts, winches – that have been quite useful for the sailing public. But honestly
today’s innovation is not. So what is it for?
Is it to get longer-range autonomy for a
boat going round the world? No, it’s for a
20-minute race in the service of who?’
We should also be clear about why
we’re doing it. ‘I think it’s still a game,’
Briand says. ‘It has to be a game for the
majority of owners who do it for fun. We

had that in the past with the IOR One Ton
Cup. It cost maybe a hundred thousand
dollars a year, you let naval architects play
with ideas, you have an amateur crew, you
play the game of a world championship,
you see what sort of result you get and you
try again next year.
‘We had 40 boats in the One Ton world
championship, 40 different design packages and numerous nationalities. That was
fun but it was also quite useful because we
really developed the best production boats
of the time around those racing boats.’
Looking to the future, Briand has no
intention of slowing down. ‘My age is a
positive because I have spent so much time
thinking about designing sailing boats,’ he
says. ‘Sometimes there is a crossover of
ideas, an idea for one kind of boat may
apply to another. It’s really a multiplication.
‘Age is good for this process because
spotting the crossover comes from experience. I’ve never had so many ideas, especially for racing. What kind of boat to
develop, and what for, so that the design
space is clearly defined. This is where I am
ready to share, maybe in a think-tank,
possibly for the Cup after next, or for the
development of IRC or Imoca. For each of
these I have nice ideas to move forward!’
Philippe Briand was talking in London to
Kieran Flatt
!
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